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New England 


Anniversary 


Beside the tent where clipped lawn turns to thick pasture 
he pinches a stalk of long grass at its base 

between his thumb and forefinger, 

pulls the grass and shows me the collected seed. 


Ihis is how the turkeys do it with their beaks. 

He ts still a hunter, though this year 

he’s stopped chasing the big game. 

I’m too old now for anything but the birds 

that come to my yard and offer themselves for my taking. 


| listen to his breathing that ts like the guttural growling of a bear. 
The rumbling from deep within frightens me. 

He Is dying, not in the sense that each of us is, 

but in the way old people shouldn't have to. 


| hear his wife telling my father that his heart 

has been funny for some time. 

Today, on their fiftieth anniversary, they've collected 
what Is left of their wedding party. 


| see his death in the way 

nis wife and daughter watch him, 

knowing he’s been in bed two days 

and arose this morning with energy 

borrowed from a pool that cannot be replenished. 


| see It In the way he loo<s out over nis land, 
In the way ne spea<s to friends as thougn ne mignt not again. 


| wus born here, you know. 

| follow nis gaze to wnere the afternoon sun 

casts grasping tree snadows against wnite clapboards. 

A barn swallow swoops in and out of its nest in tne eaves of nis nouse. 


July First 


Peepers ring In the nignt, 
creating a collective soprano tone 
over tne staccato bass soundings 
of bullfrogs. 


A lone lightening bug 
flashes along the dark hedgerow. 
We have been waiting several weeks. 


Refuge 


The kerosene lanterns flicker 

bouncing yellow light off white railings. 
We read to each other, 

my parents and l. 

We have grown weary of war, 

freedom poodles and freedom fries. 


On this porch, with each other 

there is refuge from what is 

beyond the green hedge. 

That we trim less, 

that we must let grow taller each year. 


Morning Meeting 


Old man crying softly, 
you are wedged between your cane and tree. 


| have come to wrestle the Gravely from its shed, 
to mow down the unruly meadow. 

| cannot walk past you in this state, 

and so have stopped to see you. 


Twenty-one years ago, you say, 
this meadow was a pond. 

Boys, boats, and minnow traps, 
splashing laughter. 


The dam broke after the spring rains that year 
on a morning much like this. 


Searching 


A young man drowns in the August heat. 

The grass grows slowly under the trees 

and brown in the fields. 

We maintainers have come to notice the grass, 

its color and its length—the straightness of the rows. 


Divers swim in slow circles, 

each hoping that someone else will find the body. 
We maintainers stand beneath the trees waiting, 
hoping that the physical evidence doesn’t surface 
to prove what we know is true. 


Peter tells of trying to revive a man 
who'd had eggs and bacon for breakfast— 
of how eggs taste from a dead man’s mouth. 


It is evening when they pull him from the lake. 
He ts slick like an eel and they must wrestle him into the boat. 
Water drains from his mouth. 


Woman and Child by Housatonic River 


Frantic woman by water's edge, 

straight black hair, wide eyes. 

| know too well the cold madness of your stare, 
the bleakness of tomorrow. 


The Devil made me do it, 
you say as if justification 
for the pale gray child 
you pull from the river. 


| cannot stop shaking at your image. 

Your sudden realization that the Devil 

is a mask we hide behind, as is the God 

who carried you to the road with your child. 
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Weeping Willow 


When | was a small boy 

| sought a place of power 
where my small voice might 
boom like my father’s. 


Willow tree, you pulled me 

In to your quiet base, 

beckoned through your branches, 
called me to your canopy. 


| knew that despite your sorrow 
you knew a frail strength. 

Even when the Ice storm 
weighed down your branches 
so they dragged on the ground, 
crackled in the wind. 


Even when your own weight toppled you, 

left you still and glistening, seeming dead on the ground. 
As your body burned in our fire, 

| <new you would spring forth from the stump. 


You also would grow. 
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Upstate 


Brother, how | envy you with your cabin in the woods, 
where you go whenever allowed. 

Worn floorboards, a rough barrel stove, 

the toilet freezes during winter nights. 

“Live from the mountain stage,” 

blares the radio. 

| am half asleep on the couch in your yard, 

legs buried in mud, 

sinking into peace. 


1p 


Each Wednesday Night 


The Danbury Mad Hatters 
sing out thei” lives 

in tne El<s Lodge 

each Wednesday night. 


Four voices, four lines 
beneath a vaulted ceiling. 
On good nignts 

a fifth voice joins, 


resonating from the vault. 
Made of their union, 

it is the voice 

of the dead and unborn. 


My grandmother 
hates barbershop quartets. 
They remind her 


of her Midwestern Depression. 


| want her to stand 

beneath the vaulted ceiling, 
to hear 

the dead and unborn sing. 
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Europe 


South to Tunisia 


When last we met, 

when first we met, 

you were headed south 
for Tunisia. 


We became companions— 
through to the root of the word— 
breaking bread on a railway platform. 


Three hours later | am headed north, 
the rail joints fast and regular. 


Through some trick of wine and sleep, 
|. am on your train too, heading south. 
The tracks click by, 

fast and regular, 

but between mine 

thunders opposition. 
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At the Foot of the Alps 


We spent days among vines of 
Blaubergunder, Vernatsch and Lagreine. 
Trees of red and green apples, 

pears, figs, and chestnuts. 


At a table beside a carved, feathered Indian 
we smoked cigarettes and drank coffee, 
breathed in and out the fog and smoke, 
felt the warmth of the mug in the morning. 


On a rock jutting out from the vineyard 
we watched lizards 
play in the sun. 


On a bench set into the wall above the vineyard 
we saw the vast valley flicker below us. 
A lost sheep bleated and clanged its bell. 


Displaced now, 

I think of nights 

when you wrapped your leg around me 
as if | would leave. 

| think of your arm across my chest, 
the frightened language of your sleep. 
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Imaginary Trains 


| spent two days missing t-ains 
and now understand servizio periodico; 


tne words represented by a small squiggly line 
next to each of my trains on the schedule. 


It too< sixteen nours 

to reacn tne town of green shutters. 

| left tne station, 

passed the crumbling Savoia Hotel 

and came to the waterside promenade. 


Sirens sunned themselves on the rocks 
beside the walls of the castle. 

| was warmed by fall sunshine 

made better by the cool air. 


Two days have bleached me 
white of concern 

for all but brightly colored gelato 
with exotic toppings 

...and coffee ground finely 

so that it collects in dark slurry 
at the bottom of your cup. 


| know the imaginary trains 
continue to run. 

| no longer care 

that they do not stop for me. 


| do not care that 

they stop only for 

imaginary riders who know 
where and how to catch them. 


| care only for gelato and coffee, 
sirens and sunshine. 
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Praha Peanuts 


Streetcars with overhead shoes grasp voltage, 
clattering along familiar routes of shining rails. 
Streetside hawkers sell Dvorjak and Mozart like peanuts. 


All the saints live here, on the rooftops 


or on the Charles Bridge where violinists play 
and an old man grinds a hurdy-gurdy. 
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Picture of a Girl in the Park in Poland 


She Is centered in the park 

that surrounds the old town. 
Twenty paces behind, 

an old woman 

swollen with cold-weather clothing 
pulls a terrier that snaps at his leash. 


Farther back, a couple walks away. 

There is a crowd in the distance. 

Benches and tall trees border the pathway. 
She smiles at me. 


The photo Is black and white. 
| can remember the colors. 
| did not see the shadows. 


| wonder If we were happy 
only because we knew 
Itt would end. 
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The Walking Dead 


-1- 


A young man just out of prison 

talks of getting away from this town, 

where the vegetation is the dead yellow of straw, 
the soil ash-gray. 


In my cell, he says, | dreamt 
of the deep magnolia leaves, 
of bright shoots of spring grass. 
All that | desired was green. 


| came home in November. 

This town is dead 

and every damned mud-rut road 
leads in a circle. 


-2- 


A woman thin and sharp like a blade of grass 
pulls her truck into a rutted driveway. 

She parks, breathes the filth of hogs and chickens 
through the open window. 


She steps out and haggles with the man beside the trailer. 
Their argument is about the value of a used washing machine. 
The man holds the powder, 

she will take what he will give her. 


Pipe, powder, needle— 

these are the walking dead, 

and lam among them. 

| take them with me when | leave. 
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=3- 


Inside the trailer 
naked children smeared with mud 
play on the floor. 


Their grandmother sits in front of the T.V. 

She is motionless except for the occasional glow 
of the cigarette which hangs from her mouth, 
thin lines of smoke reach out across the room. 
She says nothing. 


-4- 


In my private hell | hear 

keys turn in locks, 

doors open and close. 

| lock the window and door, 

pull down the shade 

to keep out the men with periscopes. 
There are walkie-talkies 

outside my window. 

Men whisper as they prepare 

to knock down my door. 


-S- 


He paces back and forth on the front porch. 
Jaw clenched he scans the road for cars. 


He thinks in fragments of despair. 
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Imprint 
To write about her is to be near her. 


She came drunk to me once— 
stayed in my bed, 

criticized it in the morning, 
left without even a kiss. 


| touched her neck. 
She told me | touched her 
like a poet. 


| want to write her name in ink. 
| want to write her name into this book 
and onto my wall. 


| want to speak her name to strangers, 


to say it aloud for the pleasure of its speaking— 
to feel the way the tongue must move to make its sound. 
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Last Night 


Last night we drove through cedar smoke— 
you, Mollie, and me. 
Thick, sweet smoke enveloped and soothed. 


At two a.m., when the sheriff pulled us, 
you shook as only a thin, queer boy can. 
Your only explanation for swerving 

was that we’d been to tea. 
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Waking With Your Skin 


| dreamt that you visited me. 

You came shining, your skin smelled of vanilla. 
Not sweet and flowery but strong. 

When | snooped through your bag 

| found it was cocoa butter cream, not vanilla. 


Even in my dreams | knew enought to be wrong about you. 
You were always about power. 
For you, power was never gained 


and always lost when not guarded. 


Waking with the smell of your skin, 
| think you were right about many things. 
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Letter from Alaska 


It is early morning. 
lam building a fire. 
There is only spruce. 
It burns fast, 

leaves no coals. 


Dark clouds over the water, 
there is a new dusting of snow. 
| am trying not to worry. 
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Timbre of Voice 


How our own voice changes in timbre 
from our ear to another's. 

We hear ourselves recorded and hate it— 
the nasal quality, 

the monotony, 

the lack of humor. 


How further still our words are affected 
when filtered through another's ear— 
how what felt like words of kindness 

to the tongue 

echo insult tn another’s ear. 


After all the misunderstanding 


| want only to say one thing to you. 
| love you. 
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Letter from the Beach 


It is because no metaphor 
can describe the smell of sand 
that | wish you were here. 


Ee) 


Driving Through 


I'm studying the grace of her banded wrist 
out of the corner of my eye, 
the irregular soft hairs on the back of her hand. 
Her hand on the shifter, 
we are driving through this awkward beginning. 


| can see only her right arm 
because | do and do not want her to know I’m looking. 
By watching only her arm | can pretend 
I'm still where I’ve just been— 
that outside the car the air is cool 
that the leaves on the trees are brightly colored 
that she is not who she is and | am not who | am 
that we can be forgiven. 


a+ 


Drawn 


The smoke of incense follows her 
as even the wind currents are drawn to her. 


If | could, 

| too would make chase. 

Riding currents of smoke 

| would be blameless, 

as though | were the smoke itself, 
inanimate. 
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The Music of What Happens 


This is not by chance 
that we meet and move as one. 


In this room of dance and cheer, 
lam re-acquainted with the torturous twisting 
of my own black heart. 


| might walk away, 

choosing reason over repercussion; 
but | cannot escape 

or deny 

the music of what happens. 
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$8.00 ae 
“he Music of What Ha} pens IS, polished product, 
complete and whole. And i" 8 coff ect Ons small moves 
there is considerable grace: “etter from the Peach”: 
“Ct is because no metaphor / can describe the smell of 
sand / that “I wish you were here.” 


Barbara Epler » Director of New Directions , 


Sra, 


“(Matthew Phelps continues a long tradition of bold 
writers coming through Gt. Andrews. 

Ohe (Music of What Happens is the music of one 
young man testing his voice against familiar and 
unfamiliar skies, against the ‘torturous twolting of 
[his] own black heart.’ ojhis is music we sho. Wd. 2 


the tongue must. ov 
Denver Butson, partic of Madiiaaal Lai 
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